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Let	 us,	 for	 argument’s	 sake,	 set	 aside	questions	 of	 history	 and	definition.	Does	covenantal	 nomism	 explain	 the	 underlying	 theology	 of	 the	 canonical	 Hebrew	Bible	or	Old	Testament?		The	short	answer	is	that	it	does,	but	only	partially	so.			
	 The	Hebrew	Bible	is	a	diverse	collection	of	writings	that	reflect	different	theologies.12		Apart	from	narratives	and	laws,	it	includes	prophetic	oracles,	psalms,	proverbs	and	other	wisdom	material.		In	the	past,	scholars	sought	to	find	the	centre	of	the	Old	Testament	in	an	idea,	such	as	the	covenant	or	salvation	history,	but	such	attempts	flounder	on	the	manifest	diversity	of	the	canonical	collection.		Found	among	this	diverse	collection	are	works	of	wisdom	that	reflect	an	epistemology	that	derives	its	knowledge	from	reason,	observation,	and	the	natural	world,	a	knowledge	of	God	that	bypasses	the	revelation	of	the	law	to	Moses.		Take,	for	instance,	the	words	of	the	psalmist:	






















																																																								21	I	very	much	doubt	that	Sanders	would	have	had	in	mind	the	source	critical	considerations	of	Pentateuchal	composition,	according	to	which	the	P-strand	embedded	within	6:5-9:17	contains	only	one	mention	of	covenant	before	the	flood	(6:18a	)	and	seven	references	to	covenant	in	the	post-diluvian	narrative	(9:9-17).			22	James	Barr,	“Reflections	on	the	Covenant	with	Noah”	in	Covenant as Context: Essays in Honour 
of E.W. Nicholson ed. A. D. H. Mayes and R. B. Salters (Oxford: OUP, 2003), p. 14.   	23	Genesis	1-11.		A	Continental	Commentary		ET	John	J.	Scullion	(Minneapolis:	Fortress	Press,	1994),	p.	422.	
	 11	
Westermann's	unreserved	acceptance	of	E.	Kutsch's	view	that	“covenant”	always	means	obligation.24	
















	 Philo	disparagingly	referred	to	them	as	“illegitimate”	(νοθός),	“a	promiscuous,	nondescript	and	menial	crowd,	a	bastard	host,	so	to	speak,	associated	with	the	true-born”	(Philo	Moses	1.147).		Among	these	were	mixed	offspring	of	Egyptian	women	and	Hebrew	fathers,	and	others	who	joined	the	Hebrews	because	they	admired	their	piety	and	wanted	to	escape	their	own	persecution.		Lev	24:10	refers	to	other	mixed	offspring	of	Hebrew	mothers	and	Egyptian	fathers.		According	to	Josh	8:35,	the	women	and	children,	and	the	alien	(רגה)	who	lived	in	their	midst,	stood	with	all	the	assembly	of	Israel	(לארשי להק לכ)	to	hear	that	commandments	of	Joshua.			There	is	no	indication	of	what	proportion	of	those	who	left	Egypt	belonged	to	this	mixed	multitude,	but	later	
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Hellenistic	historians	thought	they	must	have	been	considerable	(cf.	Manetho	in	Josephus,	Apion	1.234;	and	Cheremon,	Apion	1.290).	
	 Did	“Israel”	of	the	exodus	comprise	ethnic	Israelites	alone?		Did	only	males	count	as	“Israelites”?28		Or	did	Israel	also	include	all	or	a	portion	of	the	mixed	multitude	and	emerged	gradually	in	a	process	of	ethnogenesis?29		The	issues	are	complex.		Some	would	altogether	deny	that	the	concept	of	ethnicity	was	a	feature	of	human	existence	in	this	period	and	see	the	designation	of	“Israel”	as	an	interpretative	and	historiographical	fiction.30		It	is	a	reasonable	assumption	to	make	that	in	this	charter	myth	the	covenant	of	Sinai	would	have	been	
theoretically	open	to	all	those	who	left	Egypt,	however	“Israel”	is	defined.31		Covenantal	nomism	could	not	account	for	this	complexity	in	the	biblical	narratives	about	the	covenant	at	Sinai.	
	
Social	Dimensions	of	the	Covenant	
Finally,	covenantal	nomism	emphasizes	only	one	dimension	of	the	covenant,	the	relationship	between	God’s	acts	and	human	response.		The	covenant	of	Moses,	however,	does	not	focus	on	this	relationship	alone.		The	narratives	of	the	biblical																																																									28	Shaye	J.	D.	Cohen,	Why	Aren’t	Jewish	Women	Circumcised?		Gender	and	Covenant	in	Judaism	(Berkeley:	University	of	California	Press,	2005),	discusses	the	status	of	women	from	rabbinic	times	to	the	present,	arguing	that	women	are	not	circumcised	because	they	are	not	considered	fully	part	of	the	covenant;	they	are	secondary	and	anomalous.	29	So	Ann	E.	Killebrew,	Biblical	Peoples	and	Ethnicity:	An	Archaeological	Study	of	Egyptians,	
Canaanites,	Philistines,	and	Early	Israel	1300-1100	BCE	(Atlanta:	SBL,	2005),	pp.	149-96.		Cf.	William	G.	Dever,	Who	Were	the	Early	Israelites	and	Where	Did	They	Come	From?	(Grand	Rapids:	Eerdmans,	2003),	argues	that	Israelites	emerged	from	the	central	highlands.		30	So	T.	L.	Thompson,	“Defining	History	and	Ethnicity	in	the	South	Levant”	in	Can	a	“History	of	
Israel”	Be	Written?	ed.	L.	Grabbe	(Sheffield:	Sheffield	Academic	Press,	1997),	p.	175.	31	A	similar	point	was	made	recently	by	Michael	Walzer,	In	God's	Shadow.		Politics	in	the	Hebrew	
Bible	(New	Haven,	CT:	YUP,	2012),	p.	3:	“In	principle,	the	covenant	of	law	is	open	to	anyone	prepared	to	accept	its	burdens;	hence	it	isn't	entirely	implausible	to	say	that	there	is	no	chosen	people,	only	people	who	choose.”	
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texts	do	not	just	reflect	an	interest	in	how	one	is	delivered	by	God,	but	also	how	one	behaves	in	the	world	and	towards	his	neighbour.		The	concern	for	the	other	is	an	ethical	imperative	that	is	enshrined	in	biblical	law,	the	command	to	care	for	another	in	a	way	that	one	would	care	for	oneself	(Lev	19:18,	34).		
	 Who	is	one’s	neighbour,	of	course,	is	a	much	debated	issue?		Is	he	the	one	who	shows	mercy	to	another	human	being,	regardless	of	ethnicity,	as	the	Lukan	Jesus	understood	it	in	the	story	of	the	good	Samaritan	(Luke	10:29-42;	cf.	Lev	19:)?		Or	is	the	neighbour	a	fellow	Israelite?		Whatever	interpretative	tradition	one	follows,	it	is	undeniable	that	the	command	lies	at	the	centre	of	the	Holiness	Code	and	requires	the	Israelite	both	to	refrain	from	vengeance	and	bearing	a	grudge,	and	to	love	your	neighbour.		“It	is	‘the	culminating	point’	of	H	(i.e.	the	Holiness	Code],”	stated	Jacob	Milgrom,	“as	well	as	the	apex	of	Leviticus...,	the	central	book	of	the	Torah.”32		In	John	Collins'	discussion	of	postmodern	theology,	he	aptly	sums	up	the	point:	“The	contribution	of	Lévinas,	as	I	see	it,	is	to	show	that	there	is	still	a	place	for	a	universal	principle	in	ethical	discussion,	and	that	the	imperative	to	care	for	others	is	a	compelling	one,	not	necessarily	the	only	one.”33	
	 Sanders's	covenantal	nomism	is	a	minimalist	description	of	the	religion	of	early	Judaism.		It	reduces	the	whole	of	Jewish	beliefs	and	practices	to	just	one	issue,	how	one	gets	in	and	stays	in.		There	is	much	that	has	been	left	out.			Sanders	denies	that	covenantal	nomism	is	a	summary	statement	of	Jewish	religion,	but	since	he	is	also	describing	“the	pattern	of	religion”	that	is	a	distinction	without	a	difference.		The	Markan	Jesus,	for	instance,	summarises																																																									32	Leviticus	17-22	(New	Haven,	CT:	YUP,	1974,	2008),	p.	1656	33	The	Bible	after	Babel,	p.	157.	
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Jewish	law	with	the	double	love	command	to	love	God	and	neighbour	(Mk	12:28-34),	citing	Deut	6:4-5	and	Lev	19:18	(cf.		John	13:34;	15:12,	17;	Mt	5:44;	and	Lk	6:27).34		
	
	
	
Conclusions	
I	have	discussed	covenantal	nomism	as	a	principle	for	describing	the	theology	of	the	Hebrew	Bible.		I	have	shown	that	as	a	principle	it	broadly	explains	the	covenant	of	grace	and	law	centred	on	Abraham	and	Moses	in	the	Pentateuch,	but	it	does	not	account	for	the	diversity	of	theologies	in	the	Hebrew	Bible,	not	least	as	reflected	in	the	wisdom	literature.		As	it	is	conceived,	covenantal	nomism	is	too	narrow	a	principle.		It	does	not	have	the	power	to	explain	the	complexities	of	ethnicity	and	identity	of	Israel.			By	focusing	exclusively	on	the	relationship	between	God	and	man,	the	principle	fails	to	take	account	of	the	social	dimensions	so	important	to	the	concept	of	covenant.			
	 Covenantal	nomism	was	a	principle	forged	in	controversy	over	the	interpretation	of	Paul’s	view	of	the	nature	of	Jewish	law	and	the	characterization	of	Palestinian	Judaism.		It	is	more	suited	to	that	discussion	than	to	a	theology	of	the	Hebrew	Bible.																																																										34	Rabbi	Hillel’s	articulation	of	the	golden	rule	for	the	gentile	while	standing	on	one	foot	(bSabbath	31a)	is	often	coupled	with	Jesus’	summary	of	the	law	in	scholarly	discussion,	but	John	Meier	has	argued	that	the	former	is	not	a	love	command	as	such,	and	it	refers	only	to	the	beginning	point	of	Torah	study	(The	Marginal	Jew.		Rethinking	the	Historical	Jesus.		Vol.	4:	Law	and	
Love	[New	Haven,	CT:	YUP,	2009],	ch.	31).	
